
Teacher & Staff 
Wellbeing 101

The evidence, the problem 
… and the consequences



About WellAhead 

WellAhead is an initiative of the McConnell Foundation 
that aims to improve child and youth mental health by 
integrating social and emotional wellbeing into K-12 
education. 

Approach: 
Mobilize knowledge to K-12 decision makers to 
enable them to take a more strategic, 
system-wide approach to wellbeing

Support a vision for long-term change that 
shifts the culture, structures, priorities, and 
practices of schools and the education system 
at-large

Enable organizations, initiatives and leaders to 
enhance their impact

1

2

3



About Well At Work



What we’re SEEING 
— 

Key Facts about K-12 
Staff Wellbeing



Key data

58% of teachers reported 
feeling stressed “all the time,” 

compared with only 36% of the 
overall Canadian workforce 

79% of Canadian educators felt their stress levels had 
increased over the last five years as a result of 

work-life imbalance and as many (85%) felt this 
imbalance was affecting their ability to teach

30% of teachers new to the 
field resign after only five 

years of teaching

Ontario principals work an 
average of 59 hours/week

82% of principals want 
more time for curriculum 

and instruction 

Only 18% of principals have high 

or very high levels of interaction 

with other principals 

In B.C., 51.5% of teachers 
reported taking a leave of absence 

due to stress



Key stressors

Principals Teaching and non-teaching staff 

● Feeling alone (especially 
for single Admin schools)

● Lack of feedback on 
performance

● Managing mental health 
issues in the school 
community

● Challenges in 
implementing provincial 
policies

● Pressure to support other 
school staff

● Limited collaborative time
● High workload demands

○ Long hours - typically due to 
marking

○ Being inundated with emails
○ Large class sizes

● Lack of feedback on performance
● Feeling undervalued
● Feeling poorly understood by other 

groups of staff
● Complex behaviour management in the 

classroom



What’s HAPPENING 
— 

The Nature of the 
Problem



Policy efforts 
are primarily 
directed to the 
promotion of 
student 
well-being



Current Narrative Not Drawing Public Support

● Public prioritizes student outcomes and is most concerned 

with the lack of time and resources that go into education 

● The concept of “wellbeing” as important for educators does 

not resonate 

● There is potential to increase public support for teacher and 

staff wellbeing by:

○ Linking it to other priority issues in education

○ Using stories to make the issue real

○ Using more urgent language like “stress” and “burnout”

○ Making it about preventing teachers from doing their 

“best work” 



Lack of Research on Effective Approaches

● Little empirical research on how to address K-12 staff 
wellbeing 

● Majority of the research in this area focuses on the impact of 

specific programs - typically targeted at building individual 

resilience

● Organizational interventions are a best practice workplace 

wellbeing more generally (e.g. office environment), but these 

are not always applicable in the K-12 setting

● More research is required to validate current approaches and 

inform future investments 
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Stress Wellbeing

Signs:
● Emotional exhaustion
● A sense of personal inefficacy 
● Cynicism or 

depersonalisation 

Approaches:
● Address stress factors - 

workload, class size, class 
composition

“A positive emotional state which is the result of harmony 
between the sum of specific environmental factors and 
personal needs and expectations of teaching”

Factors:

● Collegial relationships
● Teacher-student 

relationships
● Student behaviour
● Prosocial values
● Sense of belonging

● Positive 
communication

● Acknowledging 
strengths 

● Autonomy
● School climate
● Social-emotional 

competence



Responsibility Lies at Multiple Levels



SO WHAT? 
— 

The CONSEQUENCES  
of Poor Staff Wellbeing



Teacher effects 

Health outcomes Absenteeism Job satisfaction

Teacher burnout linked 
to: 

● High blood pressure
● Cardiovascular 

disease
● Anxiety and 

depression

● When a teacher goes on leave, it 
takes time for students to adjust to 
and connect with their new teacher, 
which in turn influences their 
learning.

● The average work days lost per 
educator jumped from 8.9 in 2014 to 
11.9 in 2018.

● In B.C., 51.5% of teachers reported 
taking a leave of absence due to 
stress-related reasons (e.g. 
workload). 

● Close relationship between high 
levels of school staff burnout and 
low job satisfaction and 
professional commitment. 

● 1/3 of teaching staff have 
reported experiencing mental 
health problems with workload 
and stress identified as the most 
common reasons.

● Teachers are more likely to 
become disengaged with their 
work and leave the profession 
altogether.



Educational implications 

Diminished capacity to 
engage and teach 
effectively

Poorer classroom 
climate and student 
stress levels

Unsatisfactory student 
behaviour and 
achievement

● Burnout found to adversely 
impact student motivation 
and teaching quality

● Teacher levels of emotional 
exhaustion were inversely 
correlated to students' 
perceptions of teacher 
autonomy support, and a 
negative relationship was 
found between teacher 
depersonalization and student 
motivation

● Significant correlation between 
classroom teacher burnout 
and elevated student cortisol 
levels

● Teacher occupational stress 
linked to student stress levels 
and contributes to a negative 
classroom environment

● Teacher wellbeing and 
burnout has been linked to 
both student behaviour and 
achievement. 

● A study of 24,1000 staff in 428 
UK schools found that staff 
wellbeing accounted for 8% of 
the variance in student 
standardized test scores.



Final Thoughts

● Teacher, school staff and leader wellbeing is a key issue in K-12 education
● The statistics are clear: if we continue to ignore this issue...

○ Students will experience poorer outcomes
○ Schools will be de-stabilized due to high turnover and long-term disability leaves
○ Educators themselves will suffer 

● The public will be more supportive of this issue if we frame it in a way that 
they understand: urgent + connected to other priority issues

● We need to build the evidence base on scalable approaches to improving 
workplace wellbeing in K-12

● Change is required at multiple levels



Let’s 
discuss.
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